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I M ADDS INTERNET TO DISTANCE-LEARNING DELIVERY SYSTEMS 
MISSOULA -
Distance learning at The University of Montana—Missoula, once dependent upon old-style 
correspondence courses, continues to keep pace with the computer age by offering nine courses on 
the Internet this semester.
These courses -- three in gerontology and six in wilderness management -- will be proposed 
as UM’s first contributions to the Western Governors’ University, which will get rolling next fall. 
Originally proposed as the Western Virtual University, WGU is considered a flagship for long­
distance learning, enabling anyone with a computer and a modem to take courses from contributing 
universities throughout the western United States.
"The primary target is people who can’t access traditional education because of time, place 
and other constraints," said Sharon Alexander, dean of UM’s Center for Continuing Education. 
"The virtual university is asynchronous -- not time and site specific. The instructor and learner are 
never together but are linked by interactive technology."
Students will access the Internet via the World Wide Web for the text-based aspects of the 
courses. The lectures will have hypertext links to other Internet resource areas where students can 
explore a related topic in detail. Class discussions will take place in "chat rooms." Students and 
instructors will use e-mail for their normally face-to-face, one-on-one conversations.
Of UM’s nine virtual courses, the forestry school’s Management of Recreation Resources is
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the most sophisticated technologically, Alexander said, offering access to a range of multimedia 
capabilities such as sound, video and graphics. For example, students will be able to visit in 
"virtuality" a popular trail in Glacier National Park and develop a management scenario that 
depicts that same trail after being used by, say, 500 people in 24 hours.
The forestry school is currently piloting this innovative course with students at the 
University of Minnesota-Crookston. The other five courses in the school’s Wilderness Management 
Distance Education Program are offered on the Internet as scanned text.
"While many faculty feel the only way to reach students is face to face," Alexander said, 
"research shows that the teaching/leaming paradigm is shifting. Students learn in a variety ot 
ways. And the students who are coming up through the K-12 system now are already exposed to 
computerized learning, so they expect this at the university level."
UM 's offerings on the Internet are a major step forward in technology and convenience for 
place-bound students, but they are still a small --though growing -- part of UM ’s distance- 
education effort. The Internet is simply the newest ingredient in the University's mix of distance- 
learning delivery systems.
During academic year 1995-96 and fall semester 1996, UM’s Center for Continuing 
Education delivered in part or entirely via technology more than 20 distance-learning courses to 
about 770 students around the state. Because they use a mixture of technology and other teaching 
modes, these courses fall into what Alexander calls the "mixed model" and include two complete 
graduate programs, the Master’s of Business Administration and the Master's of Education.
Courses in the M .B.A . program are delivered via the METNET electronic classroom
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system, with a smaller component of computer-based videoconferencing and some face-to-face 
teaching. All classes are live and involve three or four sites interacting at the same time with the 
instructor and each other. UM has three METNET classrooms equipped with microphones on each 
desk and a large TV screen. The videoconferencing aspect of the courses requires a monitor- 
mounted camera and a telephone connection that allow' participants to converse while viewing one 
another on the computer screen.
Courses in the M.Ed. program also use METNET and face-to-face teaching but add the use 
of Internet technologies, including e-mail.
Coming in fall 1997, UM s external doctor of pharmacy program will use a larger 
component of on-line technologies -- primarily e-mail -- in combination with METNET and face- 
to-face teaching for the four-semester "didactic" pan of the course. The rest of the course will 
comprise 28 weeks of clerkship rotations.
The University will continue using a mixed model of distance learning modes and 
technologies, Alexander said, "because of who we are and where we are. The change to virtual 
education has philosophical implications, pedagogical implications, contract, fiscal and priority- 
setting implications." The cost alone would discourage a fast move in that direction, she said.
Caution was a major theme of remarks about information technology philosophy Professor 
Albert Borgmann made to the Faculty Senate in December.
"Poverty needs to be conservative," he said. Borgmann, whose research focuses on 
technology’s impact on contemporary life, added that "it would be irresponsible for poor 




Fragile, yes, and inherently limited but eminently useful, according to UM President 
George Dennison.
"The emergence of the virtual university will enable us to serve far more people than we 
ever could have done with traditional approaches." he said. "Where the technology enables us to 
enhance the quality of the education or to deliver education when otherwise impossible, we should 
use it. But we should not see it as the panacea. Too often the enthusiasts assume that it will 
displace the traditional university. I do not accept that view, and I doubt that any serious people 
do."
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